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Executive Summary

The concept of a postdoctoral scholar in science and engineering arose about a 
century ago when a handful of PhD researchers were awarded small stipends 
for the purpose of augmenting their skills and experience. The postdoctoral 

population in the United States, after decades of gradual growth, leapt ahead 
quickly in the 1980s and now outnumbers the graduate student population at 
some US institutions. The total number of postdoctoral scholars, or postdocs, has 
grown to an estimated 52,000. 

The primary purpose of the postdoctoral experience is to broaden and deep­
en the research and other skills that are required for a significant contribution to 
society and satisfying, professional employment. Ideally, this is accomplished 
through the guidance of an adviser in whose laboratory or department the post-
doc works; the administrative and infrastructural support of the host institution; 
the financial support of a funding organization; and the professional develop­
ment support of a disciplinary society. 

The postdoctoral experience does not always succeed in its educational pur­
pose. In some cases, the postdoc is poorly matched with the research setting; in 
others, there is little opportunity for growth toward independence, guidance is 
poor, or a mentoring relationship fails to develop. Sometimes mentors, institu­
tions, and funding organizations have been slow to assign postdocs the status, 
recognition, and compensation that are commensurate with their skills and con­
tributions to research. 

For their part, many postdocs express frustration at their low professional 
status and inability to fulfill their own expectations to mature as professional 
researchers, collaborate productively with colleagues (and advisers), and advance 
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